Marines in the Solomons claimed that the presence of Japanese troops could be detected at night by their characteristic odor, which was described in an official piece of War Department instructional literature as "the gamey smell of animals."5 Another veteran recalled:
We had been fed tales of these yellow thugs, subhumans, with teeth that resembled fangs. If a hundred thousand Japs were killed, so much the better. Two hundred thousand, even better. I wasn't innocent either. You couldn't escape it.6
The widespread conviction that the Japanese were "animals" or "subhuman" had its battlefield consequences. American troops were notoriously reluctant to take prisoners which, along with the equally notorious reluctance of Japanese troops to surrender, accounts for the fact that the maximum number of Japanese prisoners in U.S. operated POW compounds was a mere 5,424. As late as October 1944, no more than 604 Japanese had been captured by all of the Allied powers.7 In the minds of many American soldiers, combat against Japanese troops assumed the character of a hunt, the object of which was the killing of cunning, but distinctly inhuman creatures. In some parts of the United States, as a spur to enlistment, official-looking "hunting licenses" were distributed to young men of military age. These read:
Open Season
No Limit Japanese Hunting License Free Ammunition and Equipment! With Pay Join the United States Marines!8 If, moreover, as a Marine Corps general noted, "Killing a 5. Arthur Goodfriend, The Jap Soldier (Washington, D.C., 1943), 54. According to this publication, which was an adaptation of a training film-strip of the same title, a "Jap scientist" claimed that Americans, too, had a characteristic odor, described as "pungent, rancid, sweetish, or bitter to a Japanese" (unpleasant, it might be noted, but not animalistic). Japanese was like killing a rattlesnake,"9 then it might not seem inappropriate to detach something comparable to the reptile's skin or rattles for the pleasure of the victorious combatant and the entertainment of his friends and relatives back home. The percentage of U.S. troops who engaged in the collection of Japanese body parts cannot be ascertained, but it is clear that the practice was not uncommon. U.S. Marines on their way to Guadalcanal relished the prospect of making necklaces of Japanese gold teeth and "pickling" Japanese ears as keepsakes.10 An American officer told Charles Lindbergh in 1944 that he had seen Japanese bodies with ears and noses cut off.
Our boys cut them off to show their friends in fun, or to dry and take back to the States when they go. We found one Marine with a Japanese head. He was trying to get the ants to clean the flesh off the skull, but the odor got so bad we had to take it away from him. "It is the same story everywhere I go," Lindbergh concluded." A Marine Corps veteran of the fierce fighting on Peleliu recorded in his memoirs the horrific scene of another Marine extracting gold teeth from the jaw of a wounded but still struggling Japanese, a task which he had attempted to facilitate by slashing his victim's cheeks from ear to ear and kneeling on his chin.12
Atrocities of this nature were widely reported. Early in 1943, Yank published a cartoon depicting the parents of an American soldier receiving a pair of "Jap" ears mailed to them by their loving "Junior," then fighting in the Pacific.13
Newspapers regaled "the folks back home" with a story of a U.S. soldier collecting Japanese teeth and of another service- In addition to flouting treaty law, practices such as those publicized in Life contravened the customary, unwritten rules of land warfare and carried with them liability to trial and the possibility of the death penalty. Commanders, therefore, were to undertake all steps necessary "to prevent such illegal and brutal acts," and to prohibit the movement of parts of enemy dead for the nefarious purposes under discussion.21 A week later, the navy's judge advocate general expressed himself in similar terms while adding the caveat that the atrocious conduct of which some U.S. servicemen were guilty could lead to retaliation by the Japanese which would be justified under international law. In a memorandum for Admiral Ernest J. King, Commander in Chief of the U.S. Fleet and Chief of Naval Operations, the jurist recommended that the navy prepare a directive similar to that already produced by the army.22
But the naval leadership moved slowly and reluctantly. King's chief of staff argued that the Joint Chiefs' directive of the previous January had been sufficient, and that an additional order on the subject would be redundant. Moreover, since the most highly publicized incident of the desecration No one who calls himself a human being, much less a civilized human being, can read such reports without feeling the most profound indignation. If such playing with human bones were the doing of African headhunters, it would be superfluous to make any comment, but concerning as it does people who claim to be paragons of human decency, honor and righteousness, the matter cannot be left without our utmost serious consideration. If necessary, a representation will be made through the good offices of the Spanish Government, our protecting power.28
It is not surprising that Yomiuri-Hochi, the most nationalistic and anti-Western of the major Japanese newspapers, should have interpreted the defilement of Japanese corpses by U.S. forces as indicative of the racism of American society.29 In an editorial on August 4, the paper asserted that these examples of American brutality were deeply rooted in the American character, and were being fueled by a "superiority complex" in regard to East Asians. These bestialities were simply the most recent manifestations of a racist savagery which had victimized many others, including American Indians, Filipinos, African-Americans, and Chinese, and which had been Reaction by some domestic religious organizations, on the other hand, was vigorous. Japanese authorities had noted with satisfaction the condemnation by the Catholic archdiocese of Missouri of the collecting of Japanese body parts as souvean animal, and abuse of his remains carried with it no moral stigma. The widespread inability to empathize with the purportedly subhuman foe was dramatically reflected in the contrast between American treatment of Japanese dead and the extreme solicitude shown by the United States for its own war dead which were interred in elaborate cemeteries or brought back to the United States after the war at considerable expense. It is significant, too, that no comparable pattern of abuse of enemy dead emerged from combat between U.S. forces and troops of the European Axis.
But a dehumanized enemy is one to whom it is easy to do terrible things while he is still living. The area bombings of Japanese cities in the latter stages of the war, culminating in the two atomic bombs dropped in August 1945, were based on considerations which, in the context of total war, were rational. Yet the widespread image of the Japanese as subhuman constituted an emotional context which provided another justification for decisions which resulted in the deaths of hundreds of thousands. Two days after the atomic bombing of Nagasaki, president Truman remarked: "The only language they seem to understand is the one we have been using to bombard them. When you have to deal with a beast you have to treat him as a beast. It is most regrettable but nevertheless true."49 Thus, there is a kinship between the charred bones of Tokyo, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki and the polished bones of souvenirs gathered on Guadalcanal, New Guinea, and Iwo Jima.
